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(54) Article comprising a light-actuated micromechanical photonic switch 



(57) An article comprising a light-actuated photonic 
switch is disclosed. The light-actuated photonic switch 
advantageously includes a photogenerator that powers 
a micro-electromechanical systems (MEMS) switch 
having very low voltage requirements. The MEMS 
switch is operable to move a reflector into or out of a 
path of an optical signal travelling between two 



waveguides. Since the MEMS switch has such low volt- 
age requirements, a long wave photogenerator, which 
generates relatively low voltages., can be used. As long 
wavelength light experiences relatively little attenuation 
in optical fiber, active lightwave circuits incorporating the 
present light-actuated photonic switch can have very 
long fiber runs to remote nodes. 
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Description 

Statement of Related Applications 

[0001] The present application claims priority of Pro- 
visional Application 60/058,465 filed September 10, 
1997 entitled "Micromechanical Photonic Switch." 

Field of the Invention 

m 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to pho- 
tonic switches, and more particularly to a light-actuated 
photonic switch and systems incorporating same. 

Background of the Invention 

[0003] "Active" lightwave circuits or networks typically 
include electrical or electromechanical switches that 
can cause a change in state in the network. Such a 
change in stale is used, for example, to conlrol informa- 
tion flow throughout the network. The switches used in 
such circuits require power for actuation, which is typi- 
cally supplied by external electrical sources over copper 
wire. Terminals, repeaters and remote node sites in the 
lightwave circuit must therefore be wired so that power 
can be delivered to switches resident at such locations. 
[0004] In many networks, providing electrical service 
in the aforedescribed manner is impractical or too costly. 
Moreover, due to the presence of active devices (e.g., 
the switches), field-deployed active lightwave circuits 
are likely to experience reliability problems and high 
maintenance costs. Passive lightwave systems are an 
alternative; unfortunately, such passive systems tend to 
incur added complexity at terminal sites to compensate 
for the limited functionality outside the terminal sites. 
[0005] Optically-powered circuits can enhance the 
functionality of an otherwise passive optical system. In 
such circuits, power is supplied by an optical beam rath- 
er than an external electrical source. In some optically- 
powered circuits, the optical beam powers a photogen- 
erator that produces a current/voltage to drive an elec- 
tromechanical or electrooptical device. For example, a 
micro power stepper motor switch powered by an indium 
gallium arsenide (InGaAs) photogenerator has been re- 
motely actuated through 100 km of transmission fiber. 
See, Dentai et al., "High- Voltage (2.1V) Integrated In- 
GaAS Photo- generator," v. 33, no. 8, Elect. Lett., pp. 
718-19, 1997; and U.S. Pat No. 5,714,773 to Burrows 
et al. 

[0006] The photogenerators used in such lightwave 
circuits can be categorized by the wavelength of the il- 
luminating beam. Short wave photogenerators are pow- 
ered by light having a wavelength loss than about 950 
nanometers (nm), and long wave photogenerators are 
powered by light having a wavelength greater than 
about 1200 nm. Short wave photogenerators are capa- 
ble of generating more current and voltage than long 
wave photo generators To satisfy the non-negligible 



current and voltage requirements of the electrical and 
electromechanical devices used in prior art optically- 
powered circuits, short wave photogenerators are typi- 
cally used. 

s [0007] Unfortunately, the "short" wavelength light that 
powers short wave photogenerators is subject to signif- 
icantly higher attenuation in optical fiber than the "long" 
wavelength light that powers long wave photogenera- 
tors. As a result, a fiber run to a remote node at which 

io a short wave photogenerator and switch are located is 
typically limited to a significantly shorter length than if a 
long wave photogenerator was present at the node. To 
extend the length of the fiber run, a higher power optical 
beam must be launched into the fiber. Aside from the 

15 increased power requirements associated with such a 
higher power beam, there is an increased likelihood and 
severity of cross talk between the power beam and the 
information-carrying optical signals being delivered to 
the node. In addition to the aforementioned drawbacks, 

& prior art active lightwave circuits typically suffer from a 
relatively low bandwidth and long switching times. 
[0008] The art would thus benefit from an optically- 
powered circuit that uses long wave photogenerators to 
provide power for actuating switches and the like. 

25 

Summary of the Invention 

[0009] In one embodiment, an article comprising a 
light-actuated photonic switch includes a long wave 

30 photogenerator that powers a micro-electromechanical 
systems (MEMS) switch having very low voltage re- 
quirements. The MEMS switch incorporates a device 
that is mechanically linked to an actuator. In one embod- 
iment, the device is a reflector that reflects an optical 

35 signal incident thereon. The reflector of the MEMS 
switch is positioned in a gap that separates source and 
destination optical fibers or other optical transmission 
media. 

[0010] In operation, an optical beam is delivered to 

40 the long wave photogenerator. When illuminated, the 
photogenerator generates a relatively low voltage, 
which is conducted to the actuator of the MEMS switch. 
With the application of that low voltage, which is typically 
less than 5 volts and as low as about 1 volt, the mechan- 

45 ically-linked reflector is moved into the path of an optical 
signal traveling from the source fiber into the gap. The 
optical signal contacts the reflector and, in one embod- 
iment, is reflected into the source fiber. In this manner, 
the optical signal is prevented from crossing the gap to 

50 the destination fiber. 

[0011] Being electrostatically-driven devices, most 
MEMS switches operate using negligible average cur- 
rent, but non-negligible voltage. The present inventors 
recognized that if a low-voltage MEMS switch could be 

55 developed, it could be powered by a long wave photo- 
generator, avoiding some of the drawbacks of prior art 
active lightwave circuits Such a low-voltage MEMS 
switch is described herein. Active lightwave circuits uti- 
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lizing the present light actuated photonic switch may re- 
alize an increase in the length of fiber spans to remote 
nodes of about fifty to one hundred percent over the prior 
art. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

[0012] FIG. 1 depicts a schematic of a light-actuated 
photonic switch in accordance with an illustrative em- 
bodiment of the present invention. 
[0013] FIG. 2 depicts an illustrative MEMS structure 
for use in conjunction with the switch of FIG. 1 . 
[0014] FIG. 3a depicts an illustrative suspension ele- 
ment for use in conjunction with the MEMS structure of 
FIG. 2. 

[0015] FIG. 3b depicts the suspension element in a 
deformed state. 

[0016] FIG. 4a depicts the MEMS structure of FIG. 2 
in a quiescent state. 

[0017] FIG. 4b depicts the MEMS structure of FIG. 2 
in an energized or actuated state. 

[0018] FIG. 5 depicts an illustrative photogenerator 
for use in conjunction with the switch of FIG. 1. 
[0019] FIG. 6 depicts a cross section of the illustrative 
photogenerator of FIG. 5. • 

[0020] FIG. 7 depicts a ring network in accordance 
with an illustrative embodiment of the invention incorpo- 
rating light-actuated photonic switches as a failsafe. 
[0021] FIG. 8 depicts a passive optical network in ac- 
cordance with an illustrative embodiment of the inven- 
tion incorporating light-actuated photonic switches for 
controlling data delivery to a plurality of optical network 
units. 

Detailed Description 

[0022] FIG. 1 depicts a light-actuated photonic switch 
1 00 in accordance with an illustrative embodiment of the 
present invention. Switch 100 includes a photogenera- 
tor chip 102 having a photogenerator 104, and a switch 
chip 122 having micro-electromechanical systems 
(MEMS) structure 1 24 configured to provide a switching 
function (hereinafter "MEMS switch"). Photogenerator 
104 is advantageously a long wave photogenerator, de- 
fined herein as a photogenerator powered by an optical 
beam having a wavelength greater than about 1 200 nm. 
Photogenerator 104 is electrically connected to MEMS 
switch 124 via electrical leads 106 and 108. Although 
photogenerator 104 and the MEMS switch 124 are fab- 
ricated on different chips in the illustrated embodiment, 
it is known in the art how to monolithically integrate those 
two devices. As such, in an alternative embodiment: the 
photogenerator and MEMS switch are integrated on a 
single chip. 

[0023] MEMS switch 1 24 is advantageously designed 
and configured to be actuated by very low voltage, typ- 
ically about 1 to 5 volts. The benefits of using such a 
switch have previously been described. Further details 



of a low-voltage MEMS switch for use in conjunction with 
the present invention are provided later in this specifi- 
cation in conjunction with FIG. 2. 
[0024] With continuing reference to FIG. 1, MEMS 
s switch 1 24 comprises a device 1 30 that is mechanically 
linked, via linkage 128, to an actuator 126. Device 130 
is disposed in a gap 1 36 between a source optical trans- 
mission media 1 32a and a destination optical transmis- 
sion media 1 32b. As a function of the operation of actu- 
to ator 126, device 1 30 is moved into and out of the path 
of an optical signal 134 exiting source fiber 132a. 
[0025] The optical transmission media can be any one 
of a variety of materials suitable for guiding an optical 
signal, such as, for example, slab waveguides, optical 
is fibers and the like. For ease of exposition, such optical 
transmission media is hereinafter collectively referred to 
as a "fiber" or an "optical fiber" in both this Detailed De- 
scription and the Claims. Gap 136 is sized to receive 
device 1 30, but, in the absences of lenses, should be 
20 kept relatively small due to the finite divergence of the 
optical signal as it leaves source fiber 132a. A gap of 
about 20 microns has been found to be suitable. It will 
be appreciated that if one or more lenses are disposed 
within gap 1 36, the size of the gap will typically be sub- 
25 stantiafly larger. 

[0026] Device 1 30 is operable, depending upon appli- 
cation specifics, to affect optical signal 1 34 such that 
there will be a measurable difference in a characteristic 
of that signal across MEMS switch 124. In various em- 
30 bodiments, device 130 is reflective, diffractive, absorp- 
tive or otherwise able to alter a characteristic of an op- 
tical signal. Several nonlimiting examples of specific im- 
plementations of device 130 include a metalized sur- 
face, a dielectric mirror, a dielectric filter, a modulator, a 
35 polarizer, an attenuator, and a device having a nonlinear 
optical response, such as a frequency doubler. For ease 
of exposition, device 130 will be referred to hereinafter 
as "reflector 130," it being understood that the term "re- 
flector" is not intended to be limited to its dictionary 
40 meaning but is used rather as shorthand, in both this 
Detailed Description and the Claims, to reference any 
of the aforedescribed implementations. 
[0027] In operation, an optical fiber 110 delivers an 
optical beam 112 to photogenerator 104. When illumi- 
45 nated by beam 112, photogenerator 104 generates a 
voltage. The voltage generated by photogenerator 1 04 
is conducted, via electrical leads 106 and 108, to actu- 
ator 126 of MEMS structure 124. With the application of 
that voltage to actuator 124, reflector 130 is moved, via 
50 linkage 128, into the path of signal 134 from source fiber 
132a. In this manner, optical signal 134 is prevented 
from crossing gap 136 to destination fiber 132b. In al- 
ternate embodiments, optical signal 134 may be partial- 
ly attenuated by reflector 130, or a characteristic of sig- 
55 nal 1 34 other than signal strength may be altered, de- 
pending upon the specific implementation of reflector 
130. The operation of the MEMS switch is described in 
further detail later in this Specification in conjunction 
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with a discussion of FIGS. 4a and 4b. 
[0028] Illustrative MEMS switch 224, depicted in FIG 
2, includes an actuator 225, a linkage 228 and a reflector 
230, interrelated as shown. Linkage 228 mechanically 
connects reflector 230 to actuator 225. Reflector 230 is 
disposed in gap 236 between source and destination fib- 
ers 232a and 232b. When so connected and arranged, 
actuator 225 is operable to move reflector 230 into and 
out of optical path A-A of an optical signal delivered by 
source fiber 232a. If the optical transmission media 
232a and 232b are actually optical fibers, as opposed 
to integrated waveguide structures, such fibers can be 
aligned, as illustrated in FIG. 2, via guide "rails" that are 
disposed on the surface of substrate 200. Alternatively, 
the optical fibers can be aligned using grooves, such as 
the well-known "v-groove," which is depicted in FIGS. 
4a and 4b. After alignment, such optical fibers are typi- 
cally glued in place. 

[0029] Referring to FIG. 2, actuator 225 consist of a 
movable plate 226 that is suspended by suspension el- 
ements 240 above an electrode 202 (not shown) located 
underneath the movable plate. Both movable plate 226 
and electrode 202 are conductive. In some embodi- 
ments, electrode 202 is formed from a layer of conduc- 
tive material disposed on substrate 200 beneath mova- 
ble plate 226. Such an electrode is referred to herein as 
a "discrete" electrode. In one of such embodiments; the 
layer of conductive material comprises polysilicon. In 
some embodiments in which substrate 200 is conduc- 
tive, the substrate itself serves as electrode 202. More- 
over, in still other embodiments, if substrate 200 is non 
conductive, it can be doped to render it suitably conduc- 
tive so that it can function as electrode 202. Reference 
herein to "electrode 202" is intended to encompass any 
of the aforementioned implementations. 
[0030] Suspension elements 240 deform to allow 
movable plate 226 to move towards electrode 202 when 
an attractive force is developed therebetween. Such an 
attractive force is developed, for example, by applying 
a voltage across electrode 202 and movable plate 226. 
Suspension elements 240 also provide a restoring force 
to return movable plate 226 back to a neutral or quies- 
cent position when the attractive force subsides. 
[0031] It will be appreciated that to prevent shorting, 
movable plate 226 must not contact electrode 202. In 
one embodiment wherein electrode 202 is a discrete 
electrode, the electrode has holes patterned in it extend- 
ing through to an underlying nonconduclive layer (e.g., 
the substrate). Protrusions or spikes depend from the 
"under surface" of movable plate 226 {i.e., the surface 
of the movable plate facing underlying electrode 202). 
Such protrusions extend downwardly a distance from 
the under surface of movable plate 226. The holes in 
electrode 202 are aligned to receive the protrusions. 
[0032] When movable plate 226 moves towards elec- 
trode 202 under applied voltage, the holes in electrode 
202 receive the protrusions The protrusions have a di- 
ameter appropriate for being received by the holes with- 



out contacting the electrode material defining the perim- 
eter of the holes Moreover, the length of the protrusions 
is greater than the thickness of electrode 202. Thus, 
when received by the holes, the protrusions contact the 
5 nonconductive layer disposed underneath electrode 
202 before the undersurface of movable plate 226 con- 
tacts electrode 202. Such contact between the ends of 
the protrusions and the nonconductive layer stops the 
downward motion of movable plate 226 before it shorts 

10 against electrode 202. Protrusions having a length of 
about 0. 75 microns are suitable for use with an electrode 
having a thickness of about 0.5 microns. 
[0033] In embodiments wherein the substrate (doped 
or undoped) serves as electrode 202, a thin layer of non- 

'5 conductive material, such as silicon nitride, is advanta- 
geously disposed over electrode 202. The nonconduc- 
tive layer prevents movable plate 226 from contacting 
electrode 202 as the movable plate moves downwardly 
under applied voltage. 

20 [0034] In the illustrated embodiment, suspension ele- 
ments 240 are realized as "springs" that depend from 
supports pads 242. Further detail of the illustrated em- 
bodiment of such suspension elements is provided in 
FIGS. 3a and 3b. 

25 [0035] As shown in Fl G . 3a, suspens ion e lements 240 
(one of which is depicted) have an elongated U-shaped 
configuration (when supported movable plate 226 is in 
a neutral position). Member 344 depending from first leg 
346 of suspension elements 240 is connected to support 

30 pad 242 Member 354 depending from first end 352 of 
second leg 350 is mechanically connected to movable 
plate 226, shown in partial section. 
[0036] As depicted in FIG. 3b, second leg 350 moves 
downwardly following the movement of movable plate 

35 226 as the plate is drawn towards underlying electrodes 
202 (not shown). Second leg 350 draws first leg 346 
downwardly with it. About one half of the distance 
through which plate 226 drops toward underlying elec- 
trodes 202 is accommodated by flexion in second leg 

40 350, and the other half is accommodated by flexion in 
first leg 346. Energy is stored in suspension element 240 
as the legs 350 and 346 move downwardly from their 
neutral position. Once the attractive force responsible 
for the movement of plate 226 towards electrodes 202 

45 and away from its neutral position is removed, the en- 
ergy stored in suspension element 240 is released, re- 
turning plate 226, and first and second legs 350 and 346, 
' to their neutral position. 

[0037] Suspension elements 240 and suspension 
50 pads 242 are advantageously electrically conductive or 
are rendered so : such as by the application of a metal 
thereto. Other configurations suitable for providing the 
flexibility and resilience exhibited by the illustrated em- 
bodiment of suspension element 240 may suitably used 
55 in conjunction with the MEMS switch. 

[0038] Returning to FIG. 2, linkage 228 comprises 
beam 260 that rests on fulcrum 266 that allows beam 
260 to "teeter" in the manner of a bascule or "seesaw." 
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Fulcrum 266 functionally •divides" beam 260 into two 
portions: first portion 262 and second portion 264. In the 
illustrated embodiment, fulcrum 266 is realized by arms 
270 that depend from the sides of beam 260. Arms 270 
rest on, but are not attached to, fulcrum supports 268. 
As such, arms 270 are free to pivot or rock such that as 
first portion 262 of beam 260 is driven downwardly, such 
as by downward movement of movable plate 226, sec- 
ond portion of beam 260 moves upwardly, away from 
substrate 200. 

[0039] Movable plate 226 is returned to a quiescent 
or neutral position by the restoring force provided by 
suspension elements 240. Since the weight of beam 
260 alone cannot be relied upon to return the beam to 
its quiescent position (after movable plate 226 returns 
to its quiescent position), a restoring force must be pro- 
vided to the beam. In illustrative MEMS switch 224, the 
restoring force on beam 260 is provide by "torsional" 
springs. In the illustrative embodiment, such torsional 
springs are realized by laterally extending arms 270 be- 
yond fulcrum supports 268 and attaching or otherwise 
fixing such arms to arm supports 276. Since arms 270 
are fixed at arm supports 276, the arms will twist, storing 
energy, as first portion 262 of beam 260 is driven down- 
wardly. In the absence of the actuating force that drives 
movable plate 226 and first portion 262 of beam 260 
downwardly, arms 270 release their stored energy by 
untwisting and, as a result, beam 260 is returned to its 
quiescent or neutral position. 

[0040] In the illustrated embodiment, arms 270 are 
thus bif unctional; they are pivot elements and also func- 
tion as torsional springs. In other embodiments, sepa- 
rate elements provide those two functions. For example, 
in one embodiment (not shown), the arms extend no fur- 
ther than fulcrum supports 268 upon which they rest. 
When so implemented, the arms function simply as piv- 
ots. A separate pair of torsional springs, configured, for 
example, in the manner of springs 240, are attached to 
the sides of beam 260 near end 278 of second portion 
264 of beam 260. 

[0041] Reflector support 272, which in illustrative 
switch 224 is hinged to beam 260, is disposed on sec- 
ond portion 264 of the beam. A portion of reflector sup- 
port 272, upon which reflector 230 is disposed, extends 
into gap 236 between first and second portions 232a 
and 232b of fiber 232. Some of first portion 262 of beam 
260 is located beneath and abuts movable plate 226. 
[0042] Operation of illustrative MEMS switch 224 is 
described with reference to FIGS. 4a and 4b. FIG. 4a 
depicts a simplified version of MEMS switch 224 in a 
neutral or quiescent state. In such a quiescent state, re- 
flector 230 is located off of the optical axis defined by 
fiber core 470 (i.e., optical axis A-A of FIG. 2). such that 
it does not intercept an optical signal traveling through 
the fiber core. FIG. 4b depicts MEMS switch 224 in an 
actuated state. As voltage is applied across plate 226 
and electrode 202, an electrostatic attraction is devel- 
oped therebetween. Such an attraction causes movable 



plate 226 to move downwardly towards electrodes 202, 
decreasing the separation distance S therebetween. 
First portion 262 of beam 260, which abuts under-sur- 
face 227 of movable plate 226. is driven downwardly 

5 along with movable plate 226. Due to fulcrum 226, sec- 
ond portion 264 of beam 260 moves upwardly away 
from substrate 200 in response to the downward move- 
ment of first portion 262. The upward movement of sec- 
ond portion 264 of beam 260 moves reflector 230 into 

w the optical axis defined by fiber core 470, thereby inter- 
cepting an optical signal traveling therethrough. The lo- 
cation of fulcrum 266 along the length of beam 260 is 
suitably adjusted to provide a desired amount of vertical 
movement at the end of second portion 264 of the beam 

15 such that reflector 230 intersects the optical axis when 
actuator 225 is energized. 

[0043] In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 4a, reflec- 
tor 230 is depicted as being located beneath fiber core 
470 in the quiescent position, moving into the path of 
20 ihe fiber core upon actuation. In other embodiments, re- 
flector 230 is located in the path of the fiber core 470 in 
the quiescent position, and moves "above" the fiber core 
upon actuation. 

[0044] It was previously noted that MEMS switches 
25 tor use in conjunction are advantageously actuated by 
very low voltages to realize the benefits of the present 
invention. It has been found that with certain modifica- 
tions to a "standard" MEMS switch design, a switch ac- 
tuable at very low voltage (and negligible current) can 

30 be fabricated. Such modifications are described below. 
[0045] In a first modification, suspension elements 
240 that suspend movable plate 226 must be "soft." As 
the term is used herein, a "soft" suspension element has 
a spring constant within the range of about 0.25 to 0.5 

35 Newtons/meter. By contrast, the spring constant for sus- 
pension elements used in a typical MEMS device is on 
the order of about 1 0 N/m. To fabricate such a "soft" sus- 
pension element, the elements are typically lengthened. 
As a guideline, the spring constant is assumed to be in- 

40 versely proportional to the third power of the length of 
the spring element {i.e., K« (1/L 3 ). For a torsional ele- 
ment, the spring constant is assumed to be inversely 
proportional to the first power of the length of the tor- 
sional element (i.e., K ~ (1/L). 

45 [0046] In a second modification, the movable plate 
226 is advantageously sufficiently large such that sub- 
stantial flexion occurs during actuation. Regarding such 
plate flexion, as movable plale 226 is drawn towards 
electrode 202, it deforms substantially such as voltage 

50 is first applied, only a small region of the movable plate 
(or protrusions depending therefrom) contacts an un- 
derlying nonconductive surface. The region that makes 
such "initial" contact is typically the region of the plate 
furthest from the suspension elements (and the portion 

55 of beam 260 underlying movable layer 226). The contact 
region "propagates" in a "zip-lock" fashion away from 
the initial contact point. A large electrostatic force of at- 
traction is generated with surprisingly low voltage when 
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such flexion is provided in movable plate 226. Regard- 
ing plate size, a movable plate of at least about 300 mi- 
crons x 300 microns x 1.5 microns thickness has been 
found to be adequate in this regard. 
[0047] Additionally, electrode 202 is advantageously 
realized using the substrate as the electrode with an 
overlying layer of silicon nitride. Such an arrangement 
has been found to typically result in lower actuation volt- 
ages than switches using discrete electrodes. Moreo- 
ver, movable layer 226 advantageously comprises only 
a single polysilicon layer (the "POLY2" layer of MCNC's 
three-polysilicon-layer micromachining process de- 
scribed below), while in "standard" (i.e., higher voltage) 
MEMS switches used in other applications, the movable 
layer often comprises two layers of polysilicon. 
[0048] Technology for fabricating a MEMS switch, 
such as MEMS switch 226 in accordance with the 
present teachings is available from a variety of sources, 
such as, for example, the MEMS Microelectronics Cent- 
er of North Carolina (MCNC). One of Ihe technologies 
offered by MCNC is a three-polysilicon-layer surface mi- 
cromachining process. In that process, a silicon wafer 
is first covered with an insulating silicon nitride layer. 
Three separate layers of polysilicon, POLY0, POLY1 
and POLY 2 are then deposited and patterned. A layer 
of oxide (e.g., phosphosilicate glass "PSG") is sand- 
wiched between the first (POLY0) and second (POLY1) 
layer as well as between the POLY1 layer and the up- 
permost (POLY2) layer. By virtue of the aforementioned 
sacrificial oxide layers, the POLY1 and POLY2 are "re- 
leasable" (by etching away such oxide layers) and so 
can be used to form mechanical structures. The lower- 
most POLY0 layer is non-releasable and is used for pat- 
terning address electrodes and local wiring on the insu- 
lating silicon nitride layer. The polysilicon layers POLY0, 
POLY1 and POLY2 have nominal thicknesses of 0.5, 2.0 
and 1 .5 microns, respectively. Optionally, a layer of gold, 
nominally about 0.5 microns in thickness, can be depos- 
ited on the POLY 2 layer. 

[0049] The polysilicon and oxide layers are individu- 
ally patterned as desired, and unwanted material from 
each layer is removed by reactive ion etching before the 
next layer is added. After all layers are patterned, the 
POLY1 and POLY 2 layers are released, as required, us- 
ing HF to etch away the sacrificial oxide layers. After 
release, the patterned POLY1 and POLY 2 layers are 
free to move, and assembly, if not accomplished during 
fabrication steps, can proceed. 

[0050] During "active" assembly, the various ele- 
ments of the MEMS device are moved into position after 
the various elements of the MEMS device are formed. 
More particularly, various plates are moved from an in- 
itial position, typically in the plane of the substrate, to a 
final and typically out-of-the-substrate-plane position. 
Plates can be moved into final position with, for exam- 
ple, a micropipette. MEMS device that are actively as- 
sembled are typically comprised of at least a few "hinged 
plates ." Such hinged plates are rotatable about their 



hinge. As formed, such hinged plates lie flat on the sur- 
face of the substrate Assembly typically requires rotat- 
ing such a plate about its hinges out of the plane of the 
substrate. Some plates will be rotated by ninety de- 

5 grees, and others by a lesser amount. Forming such 
hinged plates is known in the art. See, for example. Pis- 
teretal., "Microfabricated Hinges," vol. 33, Sensors and 
Actuators A, pp. 249-356, 1992. See also, assignee's 
co-pending patent applications "Micro Machined Optical 

10 Switch," filed May 1 5, 1 997 as serial no. 08/856,569 and 
"Methods and Apparatus for Making a Microdevice," 
filed May 15, 1997 as serial no. 08/056,565, both of 
which applications are incorporated by reference here- 
in. 

15 [0051] As an alternative to active assembly, the 
present MEMS switches can advantageously be "pas- 
sively" self assembled. In passive assembly, the various 
elements of the MEMS device are moved into their work- 
ing positions during the process of fabrication. One way 

20 to accomplish such passive assembly is to deposit a lay- 
er of material having a high intrinsic stress on top of a 
polysilicon beam or plate that is supported at only one 
end (i.e., cantilevered) In the aforedescribed MCNC 
process, the gold layer optionally deposited on the 

25 POLY2 layer can be deposited such that it possesses a 
high intrinsic stress. For example, in one embodiment, 
the material serving as an adhesion layer (typically re- 
quired) between the polysilicon and the gold is chromi- 
um. A high intrinsic stress is associated with the chro- 

30 mium layer. When the sacrificial oxide layer is etched 
away to release the beam or plate, the chromium layer 
contracts to minimize strain. Upon such contraction, an 
upwardly-directed force is imparted to the Iree end of 
beam or plate, causing it to warp in an "upwards" direc- 
ts tion. Such upward movement can be used to move 
structures into their working positions. See, for example, 
assignee's co-pending patent application "Self-Assem- 
bling Micro-Mechanical Device," filed December 22, 
1997 as serial no. 08/997175, which application is in- 

40 corporated herein by reference. 

Referring again to FIG. 1 , the voltage that drives actua- 
tor 126 of MEMS switch 124 is generated by photogen- 
erator 104. An illustrative embodiment of a photogen- 
erator 504 suitable for use in conjunction with the 

45 present invention is depicted in FIG. 5. 

[0052] Illustrative photogenerator 504 is a diode array 
consisting of eight long wavelength diodes 506 connect- 
ed in series. Diode arrays consisting of a greater or less- 
er number of diodes may suitably be used, and, for a 

50 given illumination power, will generate a corresponding- 
ly greater or lesser voltage than photogenerator 504. In 
some embodiments, the diode array has a circular ge- 
ometry that provides a high fill factor and is complemen- 
tary in shape to beam spot 578, which provides the illu- 

55 mination that powers photogenerator 504. 

[0053] The perimeter of photogenerator 504 defines 
a polygon, wherein the base of each of the larger trian- 
gularly-shaped regions 582 defines a segment of the 
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polygon. Larger triangularly-shaped regions 582 are of 
one conductivity type {e.g., "n"), and smaller triangular- 
ly-shaped regions 584 are of the other {e.g., "p") Small- 
er triangularly-shaped regions 584 are the p-i-n junction 
regions of each diode 580. 

[0054] As previously indicated, diodes 580 of the ar- 
ray are serially connected. This is effected by electrical 
interconnections 586 that connect the n region of one 
diode to the p region of a first adjacent diode, and con- 
nect the p region of the one diode to the n region of a 
second adjacent diode. Electrical connections 588 and 
590 deliver the voltage generated by photogenerator 
504 to contact pads 592 and 594. Electrical intercon- 
nections (not shown in FIG. 5; shown as interconnec- 
tions 1 08 and 1 06 in FIG. 1 ) electrically connect the pho- 
togenerator to the MEMS switch. 
[0055] FIG. 6 depicts a cross section through one of 
the p-i-n photodiodes of photogenerator 504 through the 
section line designated . "S" in FIG. 5. In the illustrated 
embodiment, the pholodiode comprises five layers, pat- 
terned as depicted, that are deposited on a substrate 
602. Substrate 602 is an insulating or semi-insulating 
material, such as iron-doped indium phosphide (InP). 
[0056] In one embodiment., the photodiode has the 
following structure. The first deposited layer 604 is the 
n-layer of the p-i-n structure and consists of silicon- 
doped InGaAs. Layer 606 is a "stop etch" layer, such 
as, for example, undoped InP. Layer 608 is an absorbing 
layer and consists of intrinsic InGaAs. P-layer610, com- 
prising zinc-doped InP, must be substantially transpar- 
ent at the operating wavelength of the device, typically 
1 .3 to 1 .55 microns. P+ contact layer 61 2 is zinc-doped 
InGaAs. An insulator, such as polyimide, surrounds the 
layers 604-612. Region 616 is an interconnect, typically 
gold, to the adjacent n-contact (see FIG. 5), and region 
614 is a p contact metal to improve contact with p+ con- 
tact 

layer 612. Region 620 is a n-contact metal to improve 
contact with n-layer 604. Region 622 is an interconnect, 
typically gold, to the adjacent p-contact (see FIG. 5). 
[0057] Further description of a photodiode array suit- 
able for use in conjunction with the present invention is 
provided in U.S. Pat. No. 5,714,773 by Burrows et al. 
entitled "Photodiode Array for Remotely Powered Light- 
wave Networks," issued February 3, 1998, and incorpo- 
rated by reference herein. 

[0058] In further embodiments of the present inven- 
tion, improved lightwave systems and networks incor- 
porate the aforedescribed light-actuated micromechan- 
ical photonic switch. Two of such illustrative systems are 
described below. 

[0059] FIG. 7 depicts an improved ring network 700 
in accordance with an illustrative embodiment of the in- 
vention. Ring network 700 includes a plurality of nodes, 
two of which, nodes 702 and 704, are shown. It is a prop- 
erty of a ring network that rf one node within the network 
goes "off-line," the whole network goes off-line, unless 
the off-line node can be bypassed. As such, ring network 



designs typically have failsafe provisions that allow a 
node to be bypassed. The present light-actuated micro- 
mechanical photonic switch can be used to implement 
such a failsafe. 

5 [0060] A light-actuated micromechanical photonic 
switch is provided at each node within the network. The 
switches for the nodes 702 and 704 are depicted in FIG. 
7. The light actuated micromechanical photonic switch 
at node 702 comprises MEMS switches 710 and 712 

w and photogenerator 714. The light-actuated microme- 
chanical photonic switch at node 704 comprises MEMS 
switches 714 and 716 and photogenerator 718. 
[0061] When a node, such as node 702, is on-line, an 
optical signal is sent over fiber 706 to power photogen- 

15 erator 71 4. The photogenerator generates a voltage that 
is delivered, over electrical interconnection 708, to 
MEMS switches 710 and 712. The MEMS switches, 
such as switches 710 and 71 2, are configured such that 
when they are energized or actuated by the voltage gen- 

20 eraled by photogenerator 714, node 702 is in optical 
communication with the ring. 

[0062] When a node, such as node 704, is off-line, its 
associated photogenerator no longer receives the opti- 
cal power signal. Consequently, electrical output from 
25 photogenerator 718 ceases. In the absence of an actu- 
ating voltage, the MEMS switches, such as switches 
71 4 and 716, are configured such that connection to as- 
sociated node (i.e., node 704) fails : and the node is by- 
passed. 

30 [0063] FIG 8 depicts a passive optical network 800 
in accordance with an illustrative embodiment of the in- 
vention incorporating light-actuated micromechanical 
photonic switches for controlling data delivery to a plu- 
rality of optical network units. 

35 [0064] An optical beam for powering photogenerator 
81 2, and an optical control signal for controlling control- 
ler 816. collectively identified as signal 802, are multi- 
plexed with a data signal 804 in multiplexer 806 at cen- 
tral office CO. Data signal 804 is a wavelength-division- 

40 multiplexed (WDM) signal having data intended for a 
plurality of optical network units ONU t ... ONU N , (e.g., 
homes, businesses, etc.) modulated onto a plurality of 
spectral components (i.e., wavelengths) comprising the 
WDM signal. Multiplexed signal 807 from multiplexer 

45 806 is carried over fiber 808 to remote node RN. Fiber 
808 could be a very long run, as much as about 200 km, 
assuming a 100 mW (20 dBm), 1550 nm light source 
and 0.25 dB/km liber loss. 

[0065] At remote node RN, the optical power and con- 
50 trol signals are demultiplexed from the data signals and 
delivered to photogenerator 812. In response, photo- 
generator 812 generates a voltage, which is delivered 
to controller 81 6. The data signal is demultiplexed in de- 
multiplexer 81 4 into a number, N, of data signals 81 6 A ... 
55 81 6 N intended for optical network units ONU 1 ONU N . • 
MEMS switches 81 8 1 . .. 81 8 N , actuated according to the 
control signal being processed by controller 81 6, control 
the information signal flow to each optical network unit. 
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[0066] It will be appreciated that a passive optical net- 
work, such as the network 800, can be configured in a 
variety of ways. For example, rather than using a single 
photogenerator 812 and a controller 816, a plurality of 
light-actuated photonic switches can be substituted, 
therefor, such that a different photogenerator is associ- 
ated with each of the MEMS switches 818, ... 81 8 N . 
Such an embodiment avoids using controller 81 6. More- 
over, modulation can be used, as appropriate, instead 
of multiplexing. 

[0067] It is to be understood that the embodiments de- 
scribed herein are merely illustrative of the many possi- 
ble specific arrangements that can be devised in appli- 
cation of the principles of the invention. Other arrange- 
ments can be devised in accordance with these princi- 
ples by those of ordinary skill in the art without departing 
from the scope and spirit of the invention. It is therefore 
intended that such other arrangements be included 
within the scope of the following claims and their equiv- 
alents. 



Claims 

1 . An article including a light-actuated photonic switch, 
said switch comprising: 

a photogenerator that generates a voltage 
when illuminated by an optical beam; and 
a first micro electromechanical systems 
(MEMS) device operable to provide a switching 
function, said MEMS device being electrically 
connected to the photogenerator and compris- 
ing: 

an actuator including a movable plate dis- 
posed in spaced and superposed relation 
to a fixed electrode, said actuator being ac- 
tuated by applying the voltage generated 
by the photogenerator to the movable plate 
and the fixed electrode; 
a reflector operable to affect a characteris- 
tic of an optical signal incident thereon; and 
a linkage mechanically connecting the ac- 
tuator to the reflector, 



wherein, 

when the actuator is actuated, the reflector is 
moved causing a change in state of the light- 
actuated photonic switch. 

2. The article of claim 1 , wherein the voltage is less 
than about 5 volts. 

3. The article of claim 2, wherein the photogenerator 
comprises a plurality of series-connected photodi- 
odes operable to generate a voltage when exposed 
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to light having a wavelength greater than about 
1 200 nanometers. 

The article of claim 3, wherein the photodiodes 
comprising the photogenerator are arranged in a 
circular geometry. 

The article of claim 4, wherein the movable plate is 
supported by resilient springs having a spring con- 
stant less than about 0.5 Newtons per meter. 

The article of claim 1 , wherein the linkage is a beam, 
and further wherein the beam is functionally sepa- 
rated into a first and a second portion by a fulcrum, 
wherein part of the first portion of the beam under- 
lies and abuts the movable plate, and further where- 
in the reflector is mechanically connected to the 
second portion of the beam and disposed between 
two optical fibers. 

The article of claim 6, wherein the fulcrum compris- 
es arms depending from sides of the beam, and ful- 
crum supports upon which said arms freely rest. 

The article of claim 7, further comprising a torsional 
spring for providing a restoring force to the beam. 

The article of claim 8, wherein the torsional spring 
comprises said arms depending from sides of the 
beam, wherein the arms extend laterally beyond the 
fulcrum supports and are fixed to arm supports. 

10. The article of claim 1, wherein the article is a net- 
work comprising a plurality of optically communicat- 
ing nodes arranged in a ring architecture, each 
node including two of the MEMS device, which two 
MEMS devices are actuated by at least one photo- 
generator, wherein, 

in a first state of the network, a portion of light 
traveling through each node powers the one 
photogenerator associated therewith, said pho- 
togenerator generating a voltage that actuates 
the two MEMS devices, which MEMS devices 
are configured, in the actuated state, to receive 
the light and direct it to the associated node, 
and ' 
in a second stale of the network, the portion of 
light travelling through at least one of the nodes 
is not available to power the one photogenera- 
tor such that the two MEMS devices at the one 
node are unactuated, in which unactuated con- 
dition said two MEMS devices receive the light 
intended for the one node and cause said light 
to bypass the one node. 

11. The article of claim 1 , wherein the article is a pas- 
sive optical network comprising: 
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a central office at which an optical beam ; an op- 
tical control signal and a multiplexed optical da- 
ta signal comprising a plurality of data signals 
are multiplexed into a multiplexed optical sig- 
nal: 5 
an optical fiber for delivering the multiplexed 
optical signal to a remote node; and 
the remote node, wherein the remote node con- 
sists of: 

10 

the light-actuated photonic switch includ- 
ing additional MEMS devices such that 
there is one MEMS device for each data 
signal in the multiplexed optical data sig- 
nal; is 
a first demultiplexer for demultiplexing the 
optical beam and the optical control signal 
from the multiplexed optical data signal, 
which demultiplexed optical beam and op- 
tical control signal is delivered to the pho- 20 
togenerator of the light-actuated photonic 
switch; 

a second demultiplexer that receives and 
demultiplexes the multiplexed optical data 
signal from the first demultiplexer into the 25 
plurality of data signals each characterized 
by a unique wavelength, wherein each of 
said demultiplexed data signals are placed 
in optical communication with a MEMS de- 
vice; and 30 
a controller, wherein, 



when the photogenerator is illuminated by the 
optical beam and optical control signal, a volt- 
age is generated that causes the controller to 35 
selectively actuate the MEMS switches to con- 
trol delivery of the data signals to optical net- 
work units according to wavelength. 
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